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The Early Work of Mr. W. B. Yeats 
93y FORREST RIEID 
THE year 
I889, 
the date of the publication of what was 
practically Mr. Yeats's first book, was also the year of the 
death of Count Villiers de l'Isle-Adam, one of the greatest 
writers connected with a literary movement which had its origin 
in a revolt from materialism. Mr. Yeats, in 1893, brought out an 
edition of Blake's works, and one has heard of the influence the 
English mystic has had upon his writings. Instead of Blake's 
name, however, I should like to put that of Villiers, for it is 
really the author of "Axel" who has influenced Mr. Yeats in the 
more mystical ana esoteric work of his first period. This, of 
course, may be seen most readily in his prose; above all in the 
beautiful though imperfect " Rosa Alchemica " and its two 
companion pieces-" The Tables of the Law" and "The 
Adoration of the Magi." These have the true Villiers atmo- 
sphere, that peculiar hankering after the occult, after a kind of 
ritual of mysticism, which is like an undertone, never very long 
silent, running through all the really characteristic work of 
Villiers. But the same influence may be traced in certain of the 
poems, in " The Rose of Battle," for instance--possibly in the 
other poems of the Rose. Villiers was never very human, and 
in those pieces of Mr. Yeats's that I have mentioned, and, in a 
lesser degree, in certain other pieces, the mood is one of aloof- 
ness from human things. There is, above all, the same lonely 
and elaborate magnificence :- 
"Bow down, archangels, in your dim abode . . 
On the other hand, it is just because Mr. Yeats has seen that 
the deepest beauty of all may lie in the simple things of life, that 
he is a much greater writer than Villiers was. It never would 
have been possible for the author of the "Contes Cruels " to 
have written a poem like " The Lake Isle of Innisfree," or a 
poem like "The Two Trees," with the beautiful tenderness 
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of its opening lines, or like this, which belongs to one of the 
earlier books : 
" When you are old and gray and full of sleep, 
And nodding by the fire, take down this book, 
And slowly read, and dream of the soft look 
Your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep. 
How many loved your moments of glad grace, 
And loved your beauty with false love or true; 
But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you, 
And loved the sorrows of your changing face. 
And bending down beside the glowing bars 
Murmur, a little sadly, how love fled 
And paced upon the mountains overhead 
And hid his face amid a crowd of stars." 
That poem seems to me to be of an incomparable 
beauty. It bears, no doubt, a superficial resemblance to the 
most perfect of Ronsard's sonnets to Helkne:-- 
" Quand vous serez bien vieille, au soir, A la chandelle, 
Assise auprds du feu, devidant et filant . . . 
but the modern poem is infinitely finer. Behind the simple 
words there is something of the mystery of life itself, a depth 
and gravity that are characteristic of all Mr. Yeats's best work, 
whether in verse or in prose. Indeed to pass from the verse to 
the prose is to enter no different world. The atmosphere 
remains the same. The beat of the rhythm becomes not less 
musical, but only less accentuated, moving in broader and 
simpler waves of sound, and with a more varied rise and fall. 
Mr. Yeats's prose style is elaborate without being precious. 
At their best both prose and verse have a kind of rich 
splendour which is all the more wonderful if we consider the 
smallness of his vocabulary. The prose has a deep and some- 
what sluggish rhythm, heavy as the beating of the sea. It is 
full of a dark magnificence of colour, like the colour of the 
wings of a moth. I know of no writer since Jeremy Taylor 
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who gets so rich and splendid a harmony as Mr. Yeats gets 
in certain passages of "The Secret Rose " :- 
"Some believed that he found his eternal abode among the demons, and 
some that he dwelt henceforth with the dark and dreadful goddesses, who sit all 
night among the pools in the forest watching the constellations rising and setting 
in those desolate mirrors." 
" He was of those ascetics of passion who keep their hearts pure for love or 
for hatred as other men for God, for Mary and for the saints, and who, when the 
hour of their visitation arrives, come to the Divine Essence by the bitter tumult, 
the Garden of Gethsemane, and the desolate Rood ordained for immortal passions 
in mortal hearts." 
" The Secret Rose," his greatest prose book, is, as we know, 
in substance a collection of Irish tales, set in a strange back- 
ground of legend and vision, each story descriptive of some 
"spiritual adventure." About a quarter of the book deals with 
the exploits of Hanrahan the Red: the remaining stories are 
born partly of Celtic myth and partly of the poet's own imagina- 
tion: but in Mr. Yeats's telling of these old and simple tales 
many beautiful meanings creep in, glimmering behind the words 
and actions of his heroes, like a flame shining through a curtain. 
The book has a curiously personal atmosphere. It is like 
nothing else-nothing else, I mean, that is not written by Mr. 
Yeats. What we mean by style is, I suppose, only the more or 
less perfect expression of a writer's individuality, and the won- 
derful uniformity of spirit which reaches from book to book 
and draws together all Mr. Yeats's work, making of it one great 
whole, is largely the result of the tremendous strength of his 
personality. He is always himself. No one has ever worked 
less blindly, or with a more jealous care for his art ; and no one 
has more often re-written his work with the happy effect of 
bringing it nearer and nearer to his own innermost vision. 
It is in his poetry, of course, that we find that vision most 
perfectly realised and expressed-in "The Land of Heart's 
Desire" and the lyrics. The first volume of verse, "The 
Wanderings of Oisin," contained many poems which Mr. Yeats, 
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with characteristic fastidiousness, has since suffered to drop into 
oblivion. Some of them, nevertheless, were not without con- 
siderable charm, and for the life of me I cannot see any reason 
for rejecting the following sonnet, which has an exquisite 
naturalness and freshness too often absent from his later 
work :- 
"A little boy outside the sycamore wood 
Saw on the wood's edge gleam an ash-gray feather; 
A kid, held by one soft white ear for tether, 
Trotted beside him in a playful mood. 
A little boy inside the sycamore wood 
Followed a ringdove's ash-gray gleam of feather. 
Noon wrapt the trees in veils of violet weather, 
And on tip-toe the winds a-whispering stood. 
Deep in the woodland passed they, the six feet 
Lapped in the lemon daffodils ; a bee 
In the long grass-four eyes droop low-a seat 
Of moss, a maiden weaving. Singeth she; 
' I am lone Lady Quietness, my sweet, 
And on this loom I weave thy destiny.' " 
I must quote, too, the first verse of the unreprinted "Legend" 
for the sake of its distinct anticipation of the later Yeats's rhythm, 
that strange half pause in the tune, as it were, which we find 
here in the third line, and which he uses in his later work with 
such wonderful effect :- 
"The Maker of the stars and worlds 
Sat underneath the market cross, 
And the old men were walking, walking, 
And little boys played pitch and toss." 
If the verses in this first volume are on the whole more or 
less experimental, in the next book, "The Countess Cathleen," 
the poet has already found himself. It contains the most 
popular of all his poems, " The Lake Isle of Innisfree," but it 
also contains one or two other pieces that are more essentially 
characteristic of his genius, the first examples of that poetical 
form William Morris had already come very near to in his 
"Summer Dawn," and which Mr. Yeats has since made so 
distinctively his own-a form that seems to be the expression 
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of a moment of pure rapture, too brief and too intense to permit 
of any artificial breaking up into stanzas :- 
"A pity beyond all telling 
Is hid in the heart of love: 
The folk who are buying and selling; 
The clouds on their journey above; 
The cold wet winds ever blowing; 
And the shadowy hazel grove 
Where mouse-gray waters are flowing 
Threaten the head that I love." 
There is something extraordinarily right about this poem, 
so un-Swinburnian, so wholly free from rhetorical ornament, 
from conventional poetic diction. It is directly expressive. 
Everything that is not absolutely essential has been removed. 
What is left is the very soul, the very essence of poetry. And 
the music is so satisfying, so deep. It has the grandeur of the 
music of nature; it is like the sound of wind or of water ; so 
that all other verse, in comparison with it, seems somewhat 
constrained, a little artificial. 
In " The Wind Among the Reeds," which followed in 1899, 
a few of the lyrics are perhaps slightly overloaded with a too 
deliberate symbolism; and for this reason it is best to leave 
Mr. Yeats's elaborate notes alone, and to read the poems for 
what they are in themselves, without troubling about anything 
save the actual suggestion of the moment. The love poems are 
singularly pure in their passion. They have a kind of white 
flame of intensity in which all that is of the earth is burned up. 
They express-as Heathcliff, in "Wuthering Heights," ex- 
presses-not the desire of the body, but the desire of the spirit. 
They are, too, absolutely his own. Others following him may 
try to write in this way, but no one had ever written in this way 
before him. 
The work of Mr. Yeats has been censured for its remoteness, 
its detachment from life, because it is concerned only with the 
deeper moments of life, and with nature only as the transparent 
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veil through which shine eternal spiritual powers. He is, 
indeed, almost Platonic in his pursuit of the idea. His poetry, 
as he himself might say, is a setting free of the soul by means of 
mortal and changing things, that it may feed itself upon 
immortal and unchanging things. He throws his net among 
the stars and catches a wandering loveliness that will always 
seem unearthly and strange to those wrapped in materialism. 
Mr. Yeats is before everything a lyrical poet, and it is 
therefore only natural that the most lyrical of his plays, "The 
Land of Heart's Desire," should also be the best. To my mind, 
taking it not as a thing for the stage, but purely and simply as 
a poem, it is his masterpiece-the most beautiful thing that has 
been produced in our time. The scene is laid in a farm kitchen 
in the Sligo of a hundred years ago; the subject is the stealing 
of the soul of Maire Bruin, a newly-married bride, by the 
fairies, into whose power she has come, at first half-willingly, 
on May Eve. We see her standing at the door strewing with 
primroses a path for them to bring good luck into the house, 
but it is already too late :- 
"I had no sooner flung them by the door 
Than the wind cried and hurried them away; 
And then a child came running in the wind 
And caught them in her hands and fondled them: 
Her dress was green: her hair was of red gold 
Her face was pale as water before dawn." 
And presently the child enters the house. She dances, and 
her dancing is like the swaying of reeds, and in the wind a faint 
music is heard calling. And gradually the soul of Maire Bruin 
is drawn away to the Land of Heart's Desire :- 
"You shall go with me, newly-married bride, 
And gaze upon a merrier multitude . . . . 
Where beauty has no ebb, decay no flood, 
But joy is wisdom, Time an endless song. 
I kiss you and the world begins to fade." 
Her husband and the others would keep her, but when they 
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cling to her they cling only to a drift of leaves, and as the child 
goes out through the door the girl's soul follows her :- 
"White bird, white bird, come with me, little bird 
Come, little bird with silver feet." 
Outside, a voice is heard singing in triumph, and within and 
without the house the song is taken up by a multitude of voices :- 
"The wind blows out of the gates of the day, 
The wind blows over the lonely of heart, 
And the lonely of heart is withered away, 
While the faeries dance in a place apart, 
Shaking their milk-white feet in a ring, 
Tossing their milk-white arms in the air: 
For they hear the wind laugh and murmur and sing Of a land where even the old are fair, 
And even the wise are merry of tongue : 
But I heard a reed of Coolaney say, 
'When the wind has laughed and murmured and sung, 
The lonely of heart is withered away.' " 
On this note the play ends. No subject could have been 
found more perfectly suited to Mr. Yeats's genius, and he has 
made of it one of the most beautiful things in the world. 
"The Shadowy Waters "--I speak here of the first version 
of it-is the least dramatic of all the plays. It has no plot. To 
read it is to float " beyond the misty border of the world," to 
float on and on " to the streams where the world ends." Every- 
where are "cloudy waters and glimmering winds," and " brief 
longing and bodily tenderness," and "the dreams the drowsy 
gods breathe on the burnished mirror of the world." 
" A boy and girl hold one another's hands ; 
Their hair mingles on some stringed instrument, 
And a string murmurs as though Time were dead 
Or a god hid them under the shadow of wings." 
"Time is drowned in odour-laden winds 
And druid moons, and murmuring of boughs." 
And over all there hangs 
" the sleep that is in pools 
Among great trees, and in the wings of owls, 
And under lovers' eyelids." 
"The love I know is hidden in these hands 
That I would mix with yours, and in this hair 
That I would shed like twilight over you." 
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This is the mood, and throughout the play it never alters. 
It has a heavy, delicious, drowsy beauty, like a thing dreamed 
in a weariness of life or in some not quite natural sleep, and 
much of the old freshness is gone. It is the last autumnal 
echo of Mr. Yeats's first period. With his next book we see 
him striving to master a new form, the poet striving to become 
playwright. On this later work it is beyond the scope of the 
present essay to touch. At any rate I do not regard it as the 
final expression of his genius. It seems to me to be mistaken, 
transitional, not done with the full consent of the poet's spirit. 
Yet, possibly from it, from a blending of the earlier and later 
manners, may eventually emerge that mysterious something 
which Mr. Yeats at present appears not quite to have captured. 
Finvarra to the Mountain Ben Bulben 
CBy IMOIREEN FOX 
I would I were a wide-winged hawk, beloved, 
With all the silence of thy peaks my own, 
Hovering above thy fragrant sun-steeped valleys 
Or on salt winds from height to headland blown. 
I would I were a little wind of night time- 
All the great winds blow through the upper skies, 
But I would wander where through dew-starred myrtle 
Like faint moon-flames thy secret thoughts arise. 
I would I were a falling star, beloved, 
One of a host exultant, swift, and free, 
Then would I burn the sundering leagues of darkness 
And flaming to thy heart be lost in thee. 
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